The notion that females copy the mating decisions of other females has recently received considerable attention (Brooks 1998) and there is now experimental evidence that in certain species mate choice copying occurs (White & Galef 1999; Dugatkin 2000) . Recently, the concept of mate choice copying has been placed within a new framework by Nordell & Valone (1998) who proposed that mate choice may be regarded as public information (i.e. information derived from the performance of conspecifics; Danchin et al. 2001 ) because it provides knowledge about the quality of the chosen individual. When females select mates, they may incidentally produce information that is useful to other females. Because public information has been applied primarily to the study of foraging (e.g. Valone 1989), Nordell & Valone's new application of the idea implies that copying may be a general phenomenon that occurs in many more situations than the specific context of mate choice. If female mate choice incidentally provides information to other females about male quality then the choosing of other commodities by animals may provide information about the quality of those as well. We thus embrace the extension of copying and propose here to broaden it further. We suggest that the theories involving mate choice copying can be applied to additional aspects of animal decision making. In particular, the copying of habitat by conspecifics of one or both sexes may be a general mechanism that produces animal aggregations of various kinds, such as colonies, foraging groups, communal roosts and leks.
A major reason for the interest in mate choice copying has been that it can increase the intensity of sexual selection by generating skews in male mating success (Pruett-Jones 1992; Höglund & Alatalo 1995) . We view the production of skews via conspecific copying as being connected to the formation of colonies, which can be defined as skews in breeding habitat choice (Danchin & Wagner 1997) . When animals join the largest or densest colonies, they in effect form a skewed distribution. If habitat copying occurs, a positive feedback loop might develop in which greater skews attract more individuals, which, in turn, increases the skew in breeding distribution. Thus conspecific copying can both produce and amplify skews in habitat choice (i.e. aggregations). Evidence for this has recently been reported in three bird species. In black-legged kittiwakes, Rissa tridactyla, Danchin et al. (1998) found that colonies grow when failed or first-time breeders visit numerous breeding areas and inspect the nests of other kittiwakes. The following year, these prospectors nonrandomly recruit to the most successful colonies, thereby increasing the skew in breeding distribution. Similar results were found in cliff swallows, Hirundo pyrrhonota, in which the sizes of colonies also increased with their previous year's mean reproductive success, suggesting that individuals copy the breeding site choices of successful conspecifics (Brown et al. 2000) . The habitat copying hypothesis has been experimentally supported in a noncolonial species, the collared flycatcher, Ficedula albicollis, in which individuals emigrate from habitat where reproductive success is low, to habitat where it is high (Doligez et al. 2002) .
One of the best studied ideas about colony formation is the information centre hypothesis which proposes that birds breed near conspecifics in order to follow their neighbours to food sources (Ward & Zahavi 1973) . The hypothesis also attempts to explain other types of aggregations such as large roosts, which may also be viewed as skews in habitat choice. This idea used the concept of public information before the term was coined and is built on the premise that conspecifics copy each other's choices. A related idea is the more widely accepted mechanism of local enhancement in which individuals observe foraging conspecifics from a distance and join Correspondence: R. H. Wagner, Konrad Lorenz Institute, Austrian Academy of Sciences, Savoyenstrasse 1a, A-1160 Vienna, Austria (email: r.wagner@klivv.oeaw.ac.at 
